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Maybe there was a time when food-
service operators could tell them-
selves that packaging wasn’t a piv-

otal aspect of serving their guests. Maybe
packaging was an area they tried to
pinch pennies on so that they could focus
on the food that they serve, but savvy
and successful brands have long known
that the two go hand-in-hand: A satisfy-
ing dining experience goes far beyond
the tastebuds.

Besides, like most everything else in
the industry, the idea that packaging was
a place to save money has been turned
upside down by COVID-19. As brands piv-
oted to off-premises only for months at 
a time, packaging became an even more
integral part of brand messaging and the
customer experience.

“As a result of the pandemic, the rel-
evance of packaging has been elevated,”
says Fran Rizzo, director of marketing at
D&W Fine Pack. “Packaging is now even
more important as restaurants focus on
maintaining the integrity of the food that
they serve. The goal is to satisfy custom-
ers, so they trust the restaurant to provide
great meals for take-out just like dining in.”

Operators who had previously resisted
committing to an investment in to-go con-
tainers, cups, and bags were faced with
the daunting challenge of finding pack-
aging that had a message—what was their
packaging saying to the customer? Was
it communicating safety, durability, and
sustainability?

“The pandemic has forced quick-serve 
brands to re-examine the dine-in expe-
rience and has moved customer safety
and worker safety to the forefront,” says
Thomas Buchberg, executive vice presi-
dent of global operations at GreenDustries.

“It’s also increased the number of takeout

Sending a Message
your packaging is speaking to your guests—do you know what it’s saying? 
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“ The pandemic 
has forced quick-
serve brands 
to re-examine 
the dine-in 
experience 
and has moved 
customer safety 
and worker 
safety to the 
forefront.” 

Sabert Corporation

GreenDustries
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orders that have to be packed to-go.” 
And with the increase in off-prem-

ises ordering—and especially third-party 
delivery—the packaging is actually func-
tioning as a lifeline for the operator. 

“Remember, a delivery is potentially the 
only contact the consumer has with the 
concept upon receiving a food order,” says 
David Fredrickson, director of national 
accounts at Huhtamaki. “Packaging for 

delivery needs to be functional, safe, and 
reflect positively on the brand.” 

One of the biggest overall challenges 
for operators throughout 2020 has been 
establishing trust with consumers who 
are constantly being cautioned about the 
threat of an invisible virus. That has awo-
ken a renewed awareness of food safety 
practices, and a huge component of brand 
loyalty has become whether or not the 
restaurant brand can establish trust with 
its following. Packaging is directly impli-
cated in this battle, as it is the vessel 
that carries the food to the customer. Its 
appearance and structural integrity are 
now make-or-break propositions. 

“While product safety has always 
been a concern for brands, the pandemic 
has increased the measures restaurants 
are taking to ensure safe food products 
and packaging for their customers,” says 
Kristin Reim, global product market-
ing manager at Liquibox. “Quick-service 
brands are seeking tamper-evident label-
ing and single-use packaging, espe-

cially for take-out and delivery. Tamper-
evident packaging offers a visible solution 
for foodservice operators and their cus-
tomers concerned about the integrity of 
their foods and beverages. Additionally, 
no-touch packaging is being developed 
in order to provide a safe and hygienic 
option for customers.” 

In fact, without a proper approach to 
packaging, off-premises ordering has a 

real chance to do damage to a brand’s rep-
utation. It’s been said a lot this year, but 
the biggest key to getting repeat off-prem-
ises sales is ensuring that food offerings 
hold up to a brand’s standards. Customers 
want food that tastes the same whether 
they’re dining in or dining out. 

“Diners expect that the food ordered for 
takeout, curbside pickup, or delivery will 
taste as good as what they enjoy when 
dining in the restaurant,” says Marilyn 
Stapleton, director of marketing at Anchor 

Packaging. “A great food experience will 
lead to future orders and referrals on 
social media. Consumers also want the 
flexibility to preserve leftovers to reheat in 
a microwave.”

An added benefit to microwave-safe 
packaging? If it’s properly branded, that 
will get customers thinking about your 
brand again the next day. 

“Oftentimes, operators will discover 
that exploring alternate substrates can 
help elevate their off-premise programs,” 
says Tomia Smith, vice president, national 
accounts sales at the Sabert Corporation. 

“We have also found that some of our 
innovations, like additional packaging 
dividers, can make all the difference in 
maintaining food integrity during the 
delivery process.”

Some of this might sound expensive, 
especially compared to traditional pack-
aging options. But again, the pennies 
saved up front are not worth it in the long 
run, says Joe Kofler, president of delfort
USA, because you’re showing the customer 
that you care about their health and safety.

“Packaging is ultimately the silent 
salesman,” Kofler says. “It’s an essential 
opportunity to showcase a brand’s iden-
tity, care, and ability to provide conve-
nience for its consumers.” 

Another fundamental way packaging 
speaks to customers about how much a 
brand cares about them is if the packag-
ing is sturdy.

“One of the most common pain points 
from diners is packaging that leaks,” says 
Scott Rhea, director of engineering at 
D&W Fine Pack. “When the meal finally 
gets home after a long day at work, the last 
thing a consumer wants is to reach into 
a bag and find it’s wet because the sauce 
or juice leaked. Diners want leak-resistant
packaging. A great base and lid design
along with quality testing and production
is critical to deliver leak resistance.”

Not all of this should fall on the opera-
tor’s shoulders—it’s important to acknowl-
edge that packaging suppliers have a role
to play, too. Operators can and should 
open up a line of communication with 
their packaging supplier and become edu-
cated about optimal practices. And on the 
other hand, the packaging supplier should 

“ Diners expect that the 
food ordered for takeout, 
curbside pickup, or 
delivery will taste as 
good as what they enjoy 
when dining in the 
restaurant.” 

Anchor Packaginga
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be able—and willing—to educate them.
“Packaging suppliers need to under-

score what a package can and, in some
cases, cannot do,” says Paul E. Smith, busi-
ness and marketing integrator at AFC
Packaging. “What temperatures can the
packaging handle? How robust is the
package? Is it tamper evident or tam-
per resistant? Does it protect against
allergens? Does it keep food from being
retouched prior to final service? Is there 
other prep necessary? Without engage-
ment by the packaging manufacturer, the
operator can be in the dark on a lot of fea-
tures the package offers.”

Another value that packaging is able to
communicate to guests is sustainability.
With Gen Z and millennials making up
an increasing block of restaurant patrons,
environmental consciousness has grown
along with them. In fact, there are current

grassroots campaigns throughout the U.S.
that are connecting the dots between the
pandemic and climate change—whether or
not operators see that connection is irrele-
vant. Their consumers are looking to them 
to show a commitment to sustainability,
and the packaging a restaurant chooses
to use is the largest component of that
messaging.

In that way, it’s especially important
for brands to know who their customer
base is and what they are looking for. For
example, if a store is in an urban or nota-
bly liberal-leaning area, the chances are
that its customer base is going to have sus-
tainable practices high on a checklist of
priorities.

“Packaging must resonate with the
standards of a brand’s customer,” says
Nathan Foxx, director of category man-
agement at R3 Redistribution. “For exam-
ple, a restaurant in Malibu must use both
functional and environmentally conscious
packaging in order to be accepted by their
clientele.”

Again, sustainable packaging isn’t the
cheapest option, but that might change
soon, Reim says.

“As these more sustainable
materials become more widely
used they will increase in scale,
and the cost will eventually set-
tle into where it makes more
sense for an operator or brand
owner to make the switch,”
Reim says. “The good news is 
that there are operators leading
the charge in bringing in more
sustainable alternatives which
will eventually drive others to
do so as well.”

Finally, while
Instagrammable packaging was
a fun thing to think about prior
to the pandemic, the surge of
social media use and off-prem-
ises ordering means attractive, 
well-thought-out packaging is
an absolute must now.

“Consumers are almost as
interested in their experience
as they are in the overall taste
of the food, exhibited by their
penchant for posting photos

and videos all over social media,” says
Mark Schlossman, executive vice presi-
dent of sales and marketing at Accurate
Box Company. “We have seen some great
successes with consumers promoting their
favorite foods or brands simply by sharing
photos and or videos online. It is in these
situations where the printing and brand-
ing on the packaging will go a long way in
putting a brand on the map.”

Whether brands like it or not, the pack-
aging they use is sending a message to
their customers, and at times, even those
following their customers on social media.
During a time in which so much is out of
an operator’s control, it stands to reason
that brands should take control of those
limited things that they can.

“Packaging has the unique ability to
make or break a brand’s reputation,” says
Tomia Smith, vice president of national
accounts sales at the Sabert Corporation.

“From our experience, operators should
find a partner in their packaging sup-
plier that supports elevating their brand
through packaging. Providing flexibil-
ity for customization to help operators get
their message across is key.” SC

“ One of the most common 
pain points from diners is 
packaging that leaks.”

R3 RedistributionR
3

 R
E

d
is

tR
iB

U
ti

o
n



64 November/december 2020 | SPONSORED SECTION

SmartChain Packaging

W ith off-premises ordering at an
all-time high, operators are
finding that packaging pres-

ents an opportunity like never before.
Implementing a packaging strategy that
emphasizes the core values of a brand is a
must, but not every operator has thought
through all of the strengths and weak-
nesses of the bags, containers, cups, and
utensils that help a brand connect with
their customer base.

“Operators have to be asking them-
selves: How does our packaging play a
supporting role for the star of the show—
the food?” says Paul E. Smith, business
and marketing integrator at AFC Packaging.

“The package shouldn’t have any negative 
effects. It’s unrealistic to think that recy-
clability, compostability, sustainability—as
well as protection against tampering and
allergens—aren’t part of the equation for 
many consumers.”

In some ways, packaging is one of those
things that is only noticed if it’s not work-
ing. Think about the off-premises journey 
in particular: The food might get cold, or 
the container might leak. A top might not
fit a cup correctly, causing the customer to 
spill a soft drink inside their vehicle. That 
would most likely affect the way that cus-
tomer viewed the brand thereafter.

“Now, more than ever, we hear about
operators feeling the pressure to main-
tain food integrity throughout the deliv-
ery process,” says Tomia Smith, vice presi-
dent, national accounts sales at the Sabert
Corporation. “Packaging truly plays an
integral role in ensuring an operator’s 
brand and reputation remain consistent
on and off premises.”

For piece of mind, and the sake of the
bottom line, operators must establish a 
relationship with their packaging sup-

plier and find a brand they can trust. And 
if that relationship isn’t working at any 
point, there are plenty of other companies
that might be a better fit. A brand should 
have confidence in the packaging product 

it is putting out there in the same way it 
has confidence in its food. 

“Operators should work closely with a
box manufacturer to analyze their current
packaging and to redesign or create new
packaging,” says Mark Schlossman, exec-
utive vice president of sales and marketing
at Accurate Box Company. “This way, oper-
ators will have confidence in their packag-
ing to perform the way they need it to in
order to benefit their restaurant workers 
and consumers.”

Packaging is also something that can
be constantly tinkered with to achieve
optimal results. Like other sectors of the
industry, packaging technology is rapidly
changing, and so are customer expecta-

How to Implement a Packaging 
Strategy
Industry experts weigh in on the do’s and don’ts.

AFC Packaging

“ Operators have to be 
asking themselves: How 
does our packaging play 
a supporting role for the 
star of the show—the 
food?
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tions—something that’s never been more
evident than now. The packaging should 
be pivoting with those ever-evolving con-
sumer needs. 

“Packaging needs to be reviewed as 
often as the food on the menu,” says 
Marilyn Stapleton, director of marketing 
at Anchor Packaging. “Limiting or remov-
ing items from the menu because they 
don’t withstand the extra time required 

for home delivery is not the answer. 
Developing a packaging plan to meet con-
sumer food expectations will help opera-
tors grow and maintain off-premise sales.”

Another mistake experts caution 
against is creating menu items without 
considering the food’s journey. The two 
should be designed in tandem, with chefs 
even going so far as to taste-test products 
as though they are the guest—packaging 
and all. 

“For many operators packaging is an 
afterthought and not considered when 
developing a new item,” says David 
Fredrickson, director of national accounts 
at Huhtamaki. “Packaging should be con-
sidered in the development process. If a 
chain is launching a new item or execut-
ing an LTO, it is important to have the 
right package to help ensure a successful 
launch or campaign.”

Thomas Buchberg, executive vice presi-
dent of global operations at GreenDustries, 
concurs, adding that an investment in 
packaging during the research and devel-
opment process is simply a consistent 
practice that shows guests you care. 

“You see some operators focus on sav-
ing a penny for cheaper packaging and 
not consider the value of the customer’s 
dining experience,” Buchberg says. “If you 
value the food you prepare, we believe you 

should also value how it’s packaged and 
served so that the customer can have the 
most enjoyable experience, creating repeat 
business and brand loyalty.”

There is also the matter of compliance 
with regulations, which might vary from 
location to location. For example, cities 
like San Francisco have long-since out-
lawed things like plastic bags and styro-
foam containers. 

“The use and dangers of PFAS have 
been clearly documented for years—for-
tunately, the FDA is now starting to take 
action in its removal,” says Joe Kofler, 
president of delfort USA. “Even chromium 
used in baking and cooking papers pose 
risks and are not a healthy solution.”

And it begs the question—even if a city 
or state allows for things like styrofoam 
packaging, does a customer base think 
less of a brand if they see it? When imple-
menting a packaging plan, an operator 
has to put themselves in the shoes of their 
customers, which goes back to considering 
the guest’s journey, and impressions of the 
brand based on packaging. 

“One of the biggest mistakes we 
see is having insubstantial packaging,” 
Schlossman says. “Consumers want pack-
aging that withstands the delivery and 
take out process. Without this, the food 
can be tampered with and disorganized, 
and the operators run the risk of consum-
ers being off-put by the food when they 
open the packaging.”

Brands simply cannot afford to allow 
consumers to be turned off in any way 
right now, and building an effective pack-
aging strategy is something that should 
be top of mind. It’s no wonder that the top 
brands in the industry have long been tin-
kering with and perfecting their pack-
aging—it’s imperative to the health of a 
brand, especially now. Packaging, more 
than ever, can make or break a brand. 

“Everything, at this point, has the abil-
ity to aid in increasing the frequency of 
repeat sales,” says Nathan Foxx, direc-
tor of category management at R3
Redistribution. “Packaging greatly assists 
in this. Remember, people eat with their 
eyes first. The entire experience is more 
critical now than it ever has been in our 
entire lifetime.” SC
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“ If you value the food 
you prepare, we 
believe you should 
also value how it’s 
packaged and served.”



68 November/december 2020 | SPONSORED SECTION

SmartChain Key players 

Accurate Box Company
86th fifth ave. 
Paterson, NJ 07524
973-345-2000
accuratebox.com

Accurate Box Company is one of the largest fam-
ily-owned manufacturers of high graphic corru-
gated packaging in the U.S. We are experts in cre-
ating packaging for quick-service restaurants. 
In business since 1944 and women-owned since 
1998, Accurate Box manufactures in New Jersey 
and ships competitively throughout all of North 
America.

D&W Fine Pack
777 mark st.
Wood Dale, IL 60191
877-423-3937
dwfinepack.com

D&W Fine Pack offers a complete solution from 
innovative design to manufacturing. Our national 
footprint positions us to drive value within the 
markets we serve across key product portfolios of 
rigid and aluminum packaging as well as straws, 
kits and cutlery. 

AFC Packaging
14 Walter Ct. 
Lake in the hills, IL 60156
847-841-4011
chef-pack.com

In order to be a successful restaurateur, you need 
to serve your customer efficiently, safely, and 
without waste. The problem is consumables add 
cost, which make you feel pressured to cut value. 
We believe you shouldn’t be forced to choose 
between safety, efficiency, and quality. It should 
be about the food, which is why we have been col-
laborating with QSRs and C-Stores for over 15 
years on better ways to serve your customers.

delfort USA, Inc.
216 3rd st. Ne, #C 
Charlottesville, Va 22902 
434-202-7870 
delfortgroup.com

delfort’s Bio-Coated Thinbarrier ECO-FIT is the 
world’s first PFAS-free food wrap with added heat 
retention. It keeps food warm, fresh, and includes 
a moisture barrier, keeping hands grease free. 
delfort’s Bio-Coated Thinbarrier ECO-FIT for wraps 
or bags is available in white and natural colors, 
with 16-to-27 pound options, and comes in kits 
6 and 7.

Anchor Packaging
13515 Barrett Pkwy. #100 
st. Louis, mo 63021-5870 
314-822-7800 
anchorpac.com

Anchor Packaging is the manufacturer of 
the three-time award-winning Crisp Food 
Technologies® containers. They are the only con-
tainers proven by Technomic to keep hot food hot 
and better tasting, during transit of home deliv-
ery, takeout, or curbside pickup. Twenty different 
containers are available and in use at over 21,000 
locations and growing.

GreenDustries Corporation 
511 Camson rd. 
anderson, sC 29625
347-699-2468 
pleatpak.com

PleatPak by GreenDustries is the perfect packag-
ing solution for 2020. As many restaurants turn 
to takeout and delivery, the PleatPak is the most 
hygienic, safe, and convenient packaging solu-
tion brought to market in decades. GreenDustries 
delivers high quality, value-added innovative 
packaging solutions to meet the challenges of 
today.
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Huhtamaki
9201 Packaging Dr.
Desoto, ks 66018
800-244-6382
us.huhtamaki.com

At Huhtamaki, we’re global specialists in pack-
aging for food and drink, dedicated to making 
every consumer experience enjoyable, consistent, 
and safe. We have 81 manufacturing units in 35 
countries. The North American segment serves 
local markets with Chinet disposable tableware 
packaging for consumer goods and foodservice 
packaging.

Sabert Corporation 
2288 main st. ext. 
sayreville, NJ 08872
800-722-3781
sabert.com

Sabert Corporation is a leading global manufac-
turer of innovative and sustainable food packag-
ing products and solutions. With over 35 years 
in the foodservice industry, we are fiercely com-
mitted to quality, innovation, and sustainability. 
Our products are designed to meet the rigorous 
demands of today’s food lifecycles and modern 
consumer lifestyles.

Liquibox
901 e. Byrd st., ste. 1105
richmond, Va 23219
804-325-1400
liquibox.com

Liquibox is a global leader in liquid flexible bag-
in-box packaging, urn-liners, dispensing fitments, 
and state-of-the-art filling equipment, serving a 
wide variety of industries. With a global manufac-
turing footprint across five continents, Liquibox 
works in partnership with customers to deliver 
high-quality, innovative solutions that achieve 
sustainable performance.

R3 Reliable Redistribution 
Resource
2301 Lunt ave. 
elk grove Village, IL 60007 
866-987-7373
r3redistribution.com

Reliable Redistribution Resource (R3) is the com-
bination of experience and expertise within the 
redistribution channel. R3 supplies a range of 
products including cleaning, safety, food pack-
aging, and disposable supplies to distributors in 
the janitorial/sanitation, foodservice, industrial/
safety, and healthcare industries. No one can sup-
port its distributor partners like R3. 

www.QSRmagazine.com/smartchain
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